











This	 paper	 looks	 at	 cases	 of	 organized	 abuse	 (that	 is,	 two	 or	more	 offenders	working	 in	
concert	and	having	two	or	more	victims,	not	solely	familial)	reported	by	law	enforcement	
respondents	during	 the	 three	waves	of	 the	National	 Juvenile	Online	Victimization	 (NJOV)	
Study	(n=29).	The	NJOV	Study	collected	data	from	a	national	US	sample	of	law	enforcement	
agencies	 about	 technology‐facilitated	 crimes	 ending	 in	 arrest	 at	 three	 time	 points:	 mid‐
2000	 to	mid‐2001,	 2005	 and	 2009.	 The	 paper	 reports	 on	 the	 prevalence	 of	 technology‐









This	 paper	 undertakes	 an	 empirical	 examination	 of	 a	 set	 of	 cases	 of	 organized	 sexual	 abuse	
collected	 during	 research	 with	 US	 law	 enforcement	 agencies	 about	 arrests	 for	 technology‐
facilitated	crimes.	Organized	sexual	abuse	has	been	defined	as	two	or	more	offenders	acting	in	a	
coordinated	 way	 to	 sexually	 abuse	 multiple	 children,	 excluding	 cases	 involving	 single	
households	or	offenders	who	are	unaware	of	each	other	(Salter	and	Richters	2012).	The	topic	of	
multiple	perpetrator/multiple	victim	sexual	abuse	has	been	controversial.	 It	 is	contrary	 to	 the	
conventional	conceptualization	of	child	sexual	abuse	as	a	one‐on‐one	crime	by	a	single	 furtive	





with	 other	 perpetrators	 to	 commit	 sex	 crimes	 in	 pairs	 or	 larger	 groups	 (Harkins	 and	 Dixon	
2010).	There	is	a	body	of	research	based	on	case	studies	or	small	clinical	samples	of	victims	of	









However,	 even	 as	 the	 existence	 of	 organized	 abuse	 was	 debated	 in	 the	 media	 and	 among	
psychologists,	 law	 enforcement	 agencies	 documented	 cases	 of	 ‘sex	 rings’	 that	 committed	
organized	abuse	(Lanning	1992;	Wild	1989),	and	such	cases	continue	to	be	documented	(Child	
Exploitation	and	Online	Protection	Centre,	2013;	Gallagher,	2007).	In	recent	years,	media	stories	
have	described	cases	of	 large	 Internet‐related	sex	rings	with	numerous	victims	 that	appear	 to	
involve	organized	abuse	(for	example,	Davidson	2014;	Mullen	2014;	Romero	2010).	These	cases	
have	been	uncovered	in	law	enforcement	investigations	of	technology‐facilitated	sex	crimes	(for	
example,	 digital	 photography	 used	 to	 produce	 child	 pornography,	 online	 circulation	 of	 child	
pornography,	 and	 sex	 offenders	 using	 the	 Internet	 to	 meet	 and	 seduce	 young	 adolescents).	









2000	and	2009.	We	know	of	no	other	 research	 that	 systematically	examines	characteristics	of	
law	 enforcement	 cases	 that	 include	 electronic	 evidence.	 We	 examine	 (1)	 the	 number	 of	
organized	 abuse	 cases	 and	 whether	 they	 appeared	 to	 increase	 or	 decrease	 across	 the	 three	
waves	 of	 the	 study;	 (2)	 the	 types	 of	 cases,	 particularly	 whether	 they	 were	 familial	 or	 extra‐
familial;	 (3)	 the	 dynamics	 of	 cases	 and	 characteristics	 of	 offenders	 and	 victims;	 and	 (4)	
comparison	of	characteristics	of	cases	of	organized	abuse	to	other	cases	of	technology‐facilitated	
child	 sexual	 abuse.	 We	 also	 discuss	 the	 limitations	 imposed	 by	 our	 methodology,	 including	










asking	 if	 they	 had	 made	 arrests	 in	 technology‐facilitated	 child	 pornography	 or	 sexual	
exploitation	cases	between	1	 July	2000	and	30	 June	2001.	Then	detailed	 telephone	 interviews	
were	 conducted	 with	 investigators	 about	 specific	 cases	 (unweighted	 n=612).	 Using	 the	 same	
procedures,	we	collected	data	for	Wave	2	from	a	national	sample	of	2,598	agencies	about	cases	









consisted	 of	 agencies	 mandated	 to	 investigate	 technology‐facilitated	 child	 sexual	 exploitation	
crimes,	including	federal	agencies	and	federally‐funded	Internet	Crimes	Against	Children	(ICAC)	
Task	Forces	(Wave	1,	1st	frame,	n	=	75;	Wave	2,	1st	frame,	n=101,	Wave	3,	1st	frame,	n=176).	We	


















many	 cases.	 If	 an	 agency	 reported	 between	 one	 and	 three	 cases,	 we	 conducted	 follow‐up	
interviews	 for	 every	 case.	 For	 agencies	 that	 reported	 more	 than	 three	 cases,	 we	 conducted	
interviews	for	all	cases	that	involved	identified	victims	and	sampled	other	cases.	(By	‘identified	
victims’	we	mean	those	who	were	identified	and	contacted	by	law	enforcement	in	the	course	of	
investigations.	We	 distinguish	 such	 victims	 from	many	 victims	 pictured	 in	 child	 pornography	
whose	identities	are	unknown.)	For	agencies	with	between	four	and	fifteen	cases,	approximately	






The	 data	 in	 this	 paper	 are	 based	 on	 an	 examination	 of	 a	 subsample	 of	 1,136	 cases	 involving	











‘ANY	ARRESTS	 in	 cases	 involving	 the	 attempted	 or	 completed	 sexual	 exploitation	 of	 a	minor,	
AND	at	 least	one	the	of	the	 following	occurred:	a.	The	offender	and	the	victim	first	met	on	the	
Internet,	 or	 b.	 The	 offender	 committed	 a	 sexual	 offense	 against	 the	 victim	 on	 the	 Internet,	
regardless	of	whether	or	not	 they	 first	met	online’.	The	second	Wave	of	 the	study	 included	an	
additional	 sub‐question	 which	 asked	 about	 arrests	 when	 ‘the	 offender	 was	 involved	 in	
prostitution	 or	 other	 form	 of	 commercial	 sexual	 exploitation	 of	 a	 minor	 that	 involved	 the	
Internet	in	any	way’.		
	
When	respondents	had	 such	cases,	we	asked	 them	 to	 list	 the	case	number	or	other	 reference,	
and	the	name	of	the	key	investigating	officer	or	most	knowledgeable	person	for	each	case	they	
reported.	Then	trained	interviewers	contracted	respondents	to	schedule	telephone	interviews	at	










Table	 1:	 Final	 dispositions	 and	 response	 rates	 for	 the	 3	waves	 of	 the	National	 Juvenile	Online	
Victimization	(NJOV)	Study	
	 NJOV1	 NJOV2	 NJOV3	
Study	sample	and	cases		qualification	 Number 			%	 Number 					%	 Number	 					%	
Number	of	agencies	in	sample	 2,574 2,598 2,653	
No	jurisdiction	 65 282 190	
Eligible	agencies	 2,509 2,316 2,463	
Responded	to	mail	survey	 2,205 88 2,028 87 2,128	 86
Reported	cases	 383 15 458 20 590	 24
Number	of	cases	reported	 1,723 3,322 4,010	
Not	selected	for	sample	 646 37 1,389 42 1,522	 38
Ineligible	 281 16 276 8 459	 11
Total	number	of	cases	in	sample	 796 1,657 2,029	
Non‐responders	 101 13 446 27 471	 23
Refusals	 25 3 118 7 159	 8
Invalid	or	duplicate	cases	 40 5 30 2 100	 5
Completed	Interviews	 612 79 1,051 64 1,299	 64
Did	not	involve	an	identified	victima 352 733 742	
Involved	an	identified	victim	 261 318 557	
Involved	organized	abuse	 10 11 8	
Note:	NJOV1	arrests	occurred	between	July	1,	2000	and	June	30,	2001;	NJOV2	arrests	in	2006;	NJOV3	arrests	in	2009	





Initial	 telephone	 interview	 questions	 confirmed	 whether	 a	 case	 involved	 an	 identified	 victim	
(that	 is:	 ‘Did	 this	 case	 involve	 a	 victim	who	was	 identified	 and	 contacted	 by	 the	police?’)	 and	




similar	 algorithm	 was	 used	 in	 cases	 with	 multiple	 offenders	 (that	 is,	 most	 directly	 used	 the	
Internet,	 committed	 most	 serious	 crime,	 youngest).	 The	 algorithm	 defaulted	 to	 the	 youngest	
victims	 and	 offenders	 when	 technology	 use	 and	 victimization	 were	 equal	 because	 we	 were	
particularly	interested	in	the	characteristics	of	those	groups.	Telephone	interviewers	also	asked	




Study	 that	 involved	both	multiple	victims	and	multiple	offenders.	Then	we	examined	 the	 case	
narratives	to	ascertain	which	of	those	cases	appeared	to	meet	the	criteria	 for	organized	abuse	
(that	is,	two	or	more	offenders	acting	in	concert	to	abuse	two	or	more	victims,	excluding	cases	
that	 solely	 included	 family	 members).	 We	 also	 excluded	 cases	 that	 did	 not	 involve	 multiple	
offender	 contact	 sexual	 abuse.	 These	 included	 some	 photography‐only	 child	 pornography	
production	cases	and	cases	where	only	one	offender	participated	in	contact	abuse;	for	example	a	
contact	 abuser	 produced	 child	 pornography	 and	 gave	 it	 to	 associates	 who	 were	 not	 present	
during	 the	 contact	 abuse.	 However,	 we	 defined	 participation	 in	 contact	 abuse	 to	 encompass	
online	 sex	 rings	 in	 which	 offenders	 watched	 live	 streaming	 videos	 of	 victims	 being	 sexually	








Telephone	 interviews	 covered	 personal	 characteristics	 of	 primary	 victims	 and	 offenders	 (for	
example,	 sex,	 age,	 household	 status);	 histories	 of	 arrests	 and	 related	 problems	 (for	 example,	
substance	abuse,	violence);	context	of	crimes	(for	example,	victim‐offender	relationships,	sexual	











were	 given	 greater	 weight;	 thus	 the	 weighted	 distribution	 of	 cases	 reflects	 the	 population	 of	
cases	from	which	the	sample	was	selected.	
	








the	 differing	 sampling	 strategies	 for	 each	 frame.	 Finally,	 finite	 population	 correction	 factors	
accounted	 for	 the	 sample	 being	 conducted	 without	 replacing	 ineligible	 cases.	 More	 detailed	




We	used	weighted	data	 to	 estimate	numbers	of	 arrest	 cases	 involving	organized	abuse	and	 to	
examine	 case	 characteristics	by	 showing	 frequencies.	We	used	 chi	 square	 cross‐tabulations	 to	
compare	(1)	familial	versus	extra‐familial	cases	of	technology‐facilitated	organized	abuse	ending	
in	 arrest	 and	 (2)	 all	 arrest	 cases	 of	 technology‐facilitated	 organized	 abuse	 to	 arrest	 cases	
involving	 other	 types	 of	 technology‐facilitated	 sexual	 abuse	 and	 exploitation.	 Chi	 square	
comparisons	 were	 performed	 on	 weighted	 data.	 Because	 applying	 standard	 chi	 square	
calculations	 to	weighted	data	 could	 result	 in	 the	underestimation	of	 standard	errors,	we	used	





Across	 the	 three	 waves	 of	 the	 study,	 57	 cases	 involved	 both	multiple	 offenders	 and	multiple	
victims.	However,	approximately	half	of	 these	cases	did	not	qualify	as	organized	abuse	(n=28)	
because	 they	 involved	 familial	 only	 offenders	 and	 victims,	 serial	 victims,	 production	 of	 child	









Overall,	 29	 cases	 were	 classified	 as	 technology‐facilitated	 organized	 abuse.	 Using	 weighted	






throughout	 the	 three	 waves	 of	 the	 study.	 These	 cases	 accounted	 for	 a	 small	 proportion	 of	


























































Almost	 one	 quarter	 of	 cases	 (23%,	 n=8)	 involved	 commercial	 sexual	 exploitation	 of	 children	





live	 video	 sessions;	 victims	 exchanged	 among	 members).	 These	 online	 sex	 ring	 cases	 were	
evenly	divided	between	primarily	familial	and	wholly	extra‐familial	cases.	All	of	the	cases	in	our	
sample	involved	the	use	of	technology	to	further	a	child	sexual	exploitation	crime,	and	for	most	






and	 children.	Compared	 to	offenders	 in	wholly	 extra‐familial	 cases,	 those	 in	primarily	 familial	
cases	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 employ	 coercion	 in	 the	 course	 of	 their	 crime,	 produce	 child	














the	 investigator	 stated	 she	 could	 be	 considered	 a	 victim.	 The	 offender	 was	 domineering	 and	
engaged	 in	 bondage	 and	 bestiality.	 His	 wife	 was	 described	 as	 a	 ‘sex	 slave’.	 Pornography	was	





questioned	 by	 police,	 his	 children	 did	 not	 disclose	 any	 abuse.	 The	 offender	 was	 convicted	 of	
several	sexual	offenses	largely	based	on	evidence	provided	by	an	extra‐familial	victim.	
	
Another	 case	 of	 a	 dominated	 family	 appeared	 to	 be	 tied	 to	 religious	 beliefs,	 although	 our	
information	is	not	sufficiently	complete	to	gauge	whether	offenders	engaged	in	ritual	abuse.	The	
case	involved	a	network	of	11	offenders,	all	of	whom	subscribed	to	a	magazine	that	advocated	
strict	 parenting	 and	 corporal	 punishment.	 The	 primary	 offender	 recruited	 network	members	
through	 ads	 in	 the	magazine.	Many	 had	 close	 ties	 to	 church	 communities	 and	 taught	 Sunday	
school	 classes.	 The	 investigator	 described	 the	 primary	 offender	 as	 a	 ‘very	 violent	 and	 very	



















%		 n	 %	 n	
Any	female	offender***	 90	 13 19	 2
Characteristics	of	primary	offender:	 	
Male	 95	 14 100		 14
Age**	 	
Younger	than	18	 ‐ 0 ‐	 0
18	to	25	 ‐ 0 38		 3
26	to	39	 85	 12 37		 6
40	or	older	 15	 3 25		 5
Married	or	living	with	partner***	 90	 13 25		 5
Lived	with	child**	 70	 12 18		 3
Prior	arrest	for	sexual	offense	against	a	minor 35	 4 38		 4
Diagnosed	mental	illness	 ‐ 0 6		 1
History	of	violent	behavior	 41	 3 33		 5
Problem	with	drugs	or	alcohol	 17	 4 29		 4
Prior	arrests	for	non‐sexual	offenses* 32	 4 72		 8
Registered	sex	offender	 24	 2 ‐	 0
Had	child	pornography	downloaded	from	Internet** 84	 11 39		 8
Characteristics	of	primary	victim:	 	
Female	 89	 12 77		 9
Victim	age*	 	
0	to	5	 11	 3 ‐	 0
6	to	12	 55	 8 19		 4
13	to	17	 34	 4 81		 10
Primary	victim	was:	 	
Threatened		 3	 1 14		 1
Physically	assaulted†	 ‐ 0 18		 2
Coerced*	 77	 10 40		 6
Offered	or	given	drugs	or	alcohol*	 36	 4 81		 10
Physically	injured†	 6	 1 17		 2
















was	 aged	12	 to	14	when	 this	happened.	Her	 sisters	were	 younger.	Altogether	 there	were	 five	
offenders,	both	men	and	women,	and	ten	victims.	Several	offenders	were	shown	in	images	along	
















have	been	 indoctrinated	 into	 the	 family	sexual	ethic.	 In	most	 such	cases,	 investigators	did	not	
describe	family	conflict	or	violence.	For	example,	 in	the	case	described	above	in	which	parents	
had	no	remorse,	the	investigator	noted	there	was	very	little	conflict	between	the	primary	victim,	
a	 teenage	 girl,	 and	 her	 parents;	 the	 teen	 ‘was	 okay’	with	 her	 stepfather.	 In	 another	 case,	 the	
investigator	 suggested	 that	 the	 youngest	 daughter,	 who	 had	 not	 been	 abused,	 felt	 left	 out	 of	
family	activities.	The	case	narrative	in	a	third	case	states:	‘…	the	girls	were	home	schooled	and	in	




were	 friends	 of	 children	 in	 the	 offender’s	 household,	 although	 we	 have	 scant	 details	 about	
recruitment	 processes.	 In	 several	 cases,	 extra‐familial	 victims	were	 procured	 via	 the	 Internet	
either	 through	 online	 contacts	 that	 offered	 children	 for	 sex	 or	 by	 sexual	 solicitations	 made	
directly	 to	 potential	 victims	 by	 offenders.	 One	 case	 came	 to	 the	 attention	 of	 police	 when	 a	
primary	 offender	 sent	 his	 step‐niece	 nude	 pictures	 of	 himself	 and	 solicited	 her	 for	 sex.	 She	
reported	him.	In	another	case,	the	girlfriend	of	a	primary	offender	procured	victims	for	him.	The	
victims,	who	knew	each	 other	 or	were	 relatives	 of	 the	 girlfriend,	were	 coaxed	or	 tricked	 into	
visiting	the	offender’s	apartment,	coerced	or	forcibly	assaulted	and	then	bullied	and	threatened	




Offenders	 in	wholly	 extra‐familial	 organized	 abuse	 cases	 tended	 to	 be	 younger	 than	 those	 in	
primarily	familial	cases.	Not	surprisingly,	they	were	less	likely	to	have	a	spouse	or	partner	and	






that	 were	 otherwise	 unavailable	 to	 them,	 such	 as	 affection,	 gifts,	 alcohol	 and	 drugs.	 In	many	




who	 targeted	 boys	 that	 lived	 in	 poverty	 or	 lacked	 affection	 and	 support.	 Some	 of	 the	 boys	 in	
these	cases	did	not	view	their	situations	as	victimizing,	but	rather	developed	close	bonds	with	
offenders.	For	example,	 two	men,	 ages	36	and	51,	who	 lived	 together	 sexually	abused	at	 least	
four	boys.	The	primary	victim	was	a	boy	who,	when	he	was	13,	met	one	of	the	offenders	in	an	
online	 chat	 room	 for	 gay	men.	 About	 20	 times	 over	 a	 period	 of	 three	 years,	 he	went	 to	 their	
home,	usually	 for	a	weekend.	The	 trip	was	about	100	miles	and	he	 took	 the	bus	or	got	 a	 ride	










camp.	 The	 offenders	 paid	 the	 boy	 for	 sex	 and	 photographed	 some	 of	 the	 abuse.	 One	 image	
showed	 this	 victim	 in	 a	 sexual	 situation	with	 another	 boy	who	police	 could	 not	 identify.	 This	
third	victim	said	the	boy	was	from	another	town;	he	did	not	know	his	name.	
	
The	cases	of	extra‐familial	organized	abuse	of	 teen	girls	 comprised	 the	 largest	group	of	extra‐
familial	cases	(n=9)	and	almost	all	involved	commercial	sexual	exploitation.	The	number	of	CSEC	
cases	may	have	been	somewhat	inflated	by	our	methodology	during	Wave	2	of	the	study	when	
we	 specifically	 inquired	 about	 technology‐facilitated	 CSEC	 arrests.	 Most	 cases	 involved	
prostitution	 of	 victims.	 For	 example,	 the	offender	was	 a	 pimp	who	 recruited	 several	 runaway	
teen	girls	into	a	prostitution	ring.	He	sexually	abused	the	girls	that	he	prostituted	and	had	them	
have	sex	with	each	other.	The	girls	were	photographed	and	advertised	online	and	sold	to	others	

















out	 sometimes.	 But,	 to	 some	 extent	 she	 thought	 she	was	pulling	 one	 over	 on	 him	because	he	
would	buy	her	things	and	let	her	do	things	she	couldn’t	do	at	home’.	He	bought	her	a	cell	phone	
and	told	her	he	would	pay	her	phone	bill	if	he	could	take	pictures.	He	promised	her	money	for	
modeling,	 gave	 her	 alcohol	 and	 cigarettes	 and	 allowed	 her	 friends	 to	 hang	 out	 at	 his	 house.	
According	 to	 the	 investigator,	 the	 offender	 said	 he	 knew	 the	 victim	 was	 sexually	 active	 and	
solicited	men	to	have	sex	with	her	to	control	her	sexual	activity.	The	victim	said	she	had	sex	with	
these	 men	 because	 if	 she	 did,	 they	 would	 leave.	 The	 investigator	 said	 the	 victim	 attempted	









on.	 She	 was	 described	 as	 having	 disciplinary	 problems	 at	 home	 and	 school	 and	 a	 history	 of	
running	away.	 She	had	been	 sexually	abused	prior	 to	 this	 incident.	 She	 lived	with	her	mother	
who,	according	to	the	investigator,	did	not	supervise	her	and	was	not	particularly	interested	in	










However,	 these	 cases	 did	 not	 involve	 all	 members	 of	 any	 online	 sex	 ring	 or	 provide	 full	
information	about	offenders,	victims	and	crimes	committed	by	sex	ring	members.	Rather,	they	
involved	arrests	of	individuals	who	had	been	linked	to	a	sex	ring	by	law	enforcement	in	specific	











Another	 case	 involved	 an	 international	 investigation	 of	 a	 similar	 online	 sex	 ring	 that	 located	
about	27	offenders	in	eight	countries.	Our	sample	included	two	cases	tied	to	this	ring.	According	
to	 the	 investigators	we	 interviewed,	members	were	 required	 to	molest	 children	 live	online	 to	
gain	membership	to	the	group.	The	live	online	abuse	happened	regularly	and	abusers	were	able	
to	watch	 other	 ring	members	 abuse	 their	 children.	 In	 one	 familial	 case,	 the	 primary	 offender	
sexually	abused	his	 infant	daughter	online	while	other	offenders	watched	and	requested	what	
they	wanted	to	see.	This	offender	was	separated	from	the	child’s	mother	and	watched	the	baby	
while	 the	mother	worked.	He	was	 trying	 to	 acquire	 custody.	The	mother	had	no	 idea	 that	 the	
baby	was	being	abused.	 In	the	second	case,	a	husband	and	wife	 traced	to	the	group	possessed	
large	 quantities	 of	 child	 pornography	 but	 police	 could	 not	 find	 evidence	 they	 had	 sexually	
abused	 their	 own	 or	 any	 other	 children.	 They	 were	 charged	 only	 with	 child	 pornography	
possession,	so	their	case	was	not	counted	as	involving	organized	abuse.		
	






or	 solicit	 victims,	 and	 offenders	 who	 used	 technology	 to	 produce	 child	 pornography).	 There	






more	 likely	 to	 involve	 a	 female	 offender	 (56%	 of	 organized	 abuse	 cases	 versus	 4%	 of	 other	
cases,	 p<.001).	 Primary	 offenders	 in	 organized	 abuse	 cases	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 have	 prior	
arrests	 for	 both	 sexual	 offenses	 against	minors	 (36%	 of	 organized	 abuse	 cases	 versus	 7%	 of	
other	cases,	p<.001)	and	non‐sexual	offenses	of	any	sort	(51%	versus	31%,	p<.05);	be	registered	
sex	offenders	at	 the	 time	of	 their	arrest	 (13%	versus	3%,	p<.05)	and	have	histories	of	violent	
behavior	 (37%	 versus	 13%	 of	 other	 cases,	 p<.01).	 They	 were	 more	 likely	 to	 possess	 child	
pornography	 downloaded	 from	 the	 Internet	 (62%	 versus	 36%	 of	 other	 cases,	 p<.05)	 and	 to	
























%	 n	 %	 n	
Any	female	offender***	 56	 15 4		 36
Characteristics	of	primary	offender:	 	
Male	 98	 28 95		 1061
Age†	 	
Younger	than	18	 ‐ 0 9		 97
18	to	25	 18	 3 27		 263
26	to	39	 62	 18 33		 387
40	or	older	 20	 8 30		 357
Married	or	living	with	partner***	 59	 18 28		 340
Lived	with	child**	 45	 15 30		 347
Prior	arrest	for	sexual	offense	against	a	minor*** 36	 8 7		 101
Diagnosed	mental	illness	 3	 1 3		 41
History	of	violent	behavior**	 37	 8 13		 149
Problem	with	drugs	or	alcohol	 23	 8 23		 244
Prior	arrests	for	non‐sexual	offenses* 51	 12 31		 330
Registered	sex	offender*	 13	 2 3		 42
Had	child	pornography	downloaded	from	Internet* 62	 19 36		 439
Characteristics	of	primary	victim:	 	
Female	 83	 21 82		 893
Victim	age†	 	
0	to	5	 6	 3 5		 69
6	to	12	 38	 12 22		 267
13	to	17	 56	 14 72		 769
Primary	victim	was:	 	
Threatened		 8	 2 6		 68
Physically	assaulted†	 8	 2 4		 45
Coerced***	 59	 16 16		 192
Offered	or	given	drugs	or	alcohol***	 58	 14 20		 194
Physically	injured*** 11	 3 2		 29







The	 findings	 provide	 details	 about	 the	 characteristics	 and	 dynamics	 of	 a	 group	 of	 organized	
abuse	 cases	 that	 involved	 technology‐facilitated	 child	 sexual	 exploitation	 and	 ended	 in	 arrest.	
Since	we	drew	from	a	national	sample	of	arrest	cases	and	our	data	were	weighted	to	reflect	the	












Protection	 Centre	 2013).	 However,	 our	 data	 do	 not	 provide	 evidence	 of	 this.	 The	 number	 of	
cases	was	small	and	remained	relatively	stable	 in	each	wave	of	 the	survey,	even	as	arrests	 for	
technology‐facilitated	crimes	increased	(Wolak,	Finkelhor	and	Mitchell	2012).	Moreover,	in	the	
US,	data	from	multiple	sources	indicate	that	child	sexual	abuse	and	other	sexual	offenses	against	
children	 have	 declined	 substantially	 since	 the	 mid‐1990s	 (Finkelhor	 and	 Jones	 2008,	 2012).	
Statistics	 from	national	 crime	 surveys,	 results	 of	 surveys	 of	 youth	 and	of	mandated‐reporters	
(for	 example,	 teachers,	 doctors,	 social	 workers),	 and	 data	 from	 child	 protection	 agencies	 all	
show	such	declines.	Thus,	our	 findings	show	that	 technology‐facilitated	organized	abuse	exists	
in	a	variety	of	 forms	and	perpetrators	 are	using	 the	 Internet	and	digital	 technologies	 to	enact	
such	 crimes,	 but	 arrests	 involving	 organized	 abuse	 did	 not	 grow	 between	 2000	 and	 2009.	
However,	 we	 have	 no	 data	 beyond	 2009	 and	 numbers	 of	 arrests	 do	 not	 reflect	 the	 actual	
prevalence	in	the	general	population.		
	
A	 unique	 aspect	 of	 the	 cases	 in	 our	 sample	 is	 that	 the	 large	majority	 involved	 offenders	who	
produced	 child	pornography;	 this	was	 the	 ‘technology‐facilitated’	 aspect	of	many	of	 the	 cases.	
Offenders	 recorded	 and	 preserved	 images	 of	 the	 abuse	 they	 perpetrated,	 which	 generally	
removed	any	doubt	about	whether	sexual	abuse	at	the	hands	of	multiple	offenders	occurred.	The	
high	 rates	 of	 child	 pornography	 production	 among	 both	 primarily	 familial	 and	 wholly	 extra‐
familial	cases	raise	concerns	about	victims,	who	may	suffer	additional	harms	if	their	images	are	
distributed	online.	At	the	same	time,	pictorial	evidence	strengthens	prosecutions.	In	some	of	the	








limited	 and	 provided	 through	 the	 perceptions	 of	 law	 enforcement	 investigators,	 the	 diversity	




Berliner	 and	 Elliot,	 2002;	 Lanning,	 2002).	 A	main	 distinction	 of	 organized	 abuse	 cases	 is	 the	
collaboration	among	offenders.	Unfortunately,	 there	 is	not	much	research	about	such	offender	
groups	 and	 our	 data	 do	 not	 address	 their	 psychology	 and	motivations.	However,	 our	 findings	
that	organized	abusers	are	more	 likely	 to	have	violent	 tendencies	and	prior	 arrests	 for	sexual	
offenses	 compared	 to	 the	 other	 sex	 offenders	 in	 our	 sample	 suggest	 that	 dysregulation	
contributes	to	their	apparent	recklessness	in	collaborating	with	other	sex	offenders.		
	
While	 cases	 of	 online	 sex	 rings	 have	 been	 widely	 publicized	 as	 involving	 large	 numbers	 of	
offenders	and	victims,	these	cases	did	not	appear	to	account	for	many	victims	in	our	sample.	The	




Some	 cases	 in	 our	 sample	 involved	 commercial	 sexual	 exploitation	 of	 children,	 usually	 by	
prostitution.	Such	cases	have	not	been	categorized	as	organized	abuse	in	the	past,	but	we	found	
scenarios	 that	 clearly	met	 parameters	 of	 the	 definition.	 For	many	 years,	minors	 caught	 up	 in	















primary	victim	and	 one	 primary	offender	 and	only	 limited	data	 about	 remaining	 offenders	or	
victims.	The	algorithm	we	used	to	pick	primary	offenders	and	victims	was	created	to	emphasize	
offender	technology	use.	Because	of	this,	our	data	about	organized	abuse	cases	are	incomplete.	





were	gathered	 from	 law	enforcement	 investigators.	They	did	not	always	have	 full	 information	
about	 every	 case,	 and	 they	 could	 provide	 only	 limited	 data	 about	 offender	 behavior.	 Some	 of	
their	 answers	 could	 have	 been	 biased	 by	 training,	 professional	 attitudes,	 or	 the	 adversarial	
nature	 of	 their	 roles	 in	 some	 cases.	 Also,	 our	 numbers	 are	 estimates	 based	 on	 the	 sample	 of	
cases	that	were	the	subject	of	interviews.	Although	the	study	was	designed	to	yield	a	nationally	
representative	sample	of	cases,	sometimes	samples	are	randomly	skewed.	The	margin	of	error	
could	 be	 larger	 than	 calculated.	 Finally,	 keeping	 up	 with	 rapidly	 changing	 technologies	 and	







faced	with	 two	 or	more	 adults	making	 sexual	 demands.	 Similarly,	 the	 violation	 of	 trust	when	
offenders	are	parents,	parent‐figures	or	mentors	is	so	much	greater.	In	a	considerable	number	of	
cases,	 offenders	 exploited	 victims	 for	 profit.	 In	 addition,	 the	 organized	 abuse	 offenders	 were	
significantly	 more	 criminal,	 violent,	 and	 coercive	 than	 the	 sex	 offenders	 who	 acted	 alone.	
However,	in	many	respects,	the	tactics	used	by	organized	abuse	offenders	mirror	those	used	by	
others	who	sexually	offend	against	children.	Prevention	efforts	aimed	specifically	at	organized	
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